The pathology of early leprous neuropathy.
A qualitative and quantitative study was made of early changes in nerves from 10 patients with tuberculoid or lepromatous type of leprosy. Five nerve biopsies, taken from sites remote from skin lesions, were considered to be unaffected when examined by paraffin histology but showed abnormalities in semi-thin resin sections and by electron microscopy; 5 showed mild to moderate involvement by paraffin histology. Changes in 'unaffected' nerves in both types of leprosy included the presence of subperineurial oedema; occasional evidence of fibre regeneration, sometimes with atypical features; increased numbers of small myelinated fibres, possibly a consequence of axonal atrophy; a few thinly remyelinated fibres, probably due to secondary demyelination, and some loss of unmyelinated axons. In more affected nerves there was variable loss of axons, both myelinated and unmyelinated. Demyelination was not a conspicuous feature; there was evidence of axonal atrophy in some fibres. Similarities in some of the changes observed in tuberculoid and lepromatous types of leprosy suggest a common mechanism of nerve damage, at least in the early stages. The presence of abnormalities in nerves at a distance from skin lesions implies a more diffuse nerve involvement than might have been expected in both types of leprosy.